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1. Introduction 
 
Searching for understanding of happiness and measuring one’s well-being is not a new 
practice. We can trace it back to Aristotle’s elaboration on eudaimonia, which means “good 
life”.1 Yet, it is not easy to fully grasp this term as well as it is not easy to grasp what 
happiness means today. Especially, regarding the fact that every single individual has 
one’s own understanding what is sufficient for feeling good and flourishing with one’s life. 
Nevertheless, there is a global measurement of happiness taking place, which brings 
various backgrounds, social conditions and beliefs on what scale by outlining top 
“happiest” nations with a set of defined variables.  
 It is particularly interesting to see that welfare states are considered to be the 
happiest2 thus providing a set of preconceived measures for one’s well-being. Secular 
welfare states are scoring high due to benefits they provide their citizens with. However, is 
it all one need to be happy and to be fulfilled?  
 Being secure, having food, shelter and being provided with social guarantees might 
not necessarily be enough to say confidently “I am happy”. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
puts aforementioned on the lower level of the pyramid3. The top one is self-actualization 
or, in other worlds, one’s fulfillment, finding a meaning of one’s life.  
 This fulfillment could be found in a religious affiliation. 4.6 billion people, that is 
almost 70% of world’s population, claim that religion is important in their daily lives and 
those that are religious report higher subjective well-being.4 Putting religion and happiness 
on the same scale worldwide and attempting to evaluate its causality is rather a risky task. 
Yet, Ed Diener, the senior scientist of Gallup Organization and emeritus professor of 
psychology in the University of Illinois has conducted the first ever study of relation 
between religion and happiness. One might try to link happiness to religion while referring 
to such data, but then what should one do with the secular states that score high in 
happiness reports yet are low in faith?  
 Ed Diener and his colleagues in their research on linkage between happiness and 
religion conclude that religious affiliation appears to boost happiness and well-being in 
societies that fail to provide adequate food, jobs, health care, security and educational 
                                                     
1
 Aristotle, The Nichomachean Ethics, Ed. J.L. Ackrill and J.O. Urmson. Trans. DavidRoss, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1998). 
2
 The Earth Institute, Columbia University, World Happiness Report 2013, Ed. John Helliwell, Richard Layard 
and Jeffrey Sachs, accessed on November 28, 2014 http://unsdsn.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/02/WorldHappinessReport2013_online.pdf. 
3
 Abraham H. Maslow, “A Theory of Human Motivation,” Psychological Review, 50 (1943). 
4
 Ed Diener, Louis Tay, David G Myers, “The Religion Paradox: If Religion Makes People Happy, Why Are 
So Many Dropping Out?” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 101, no. 6, (2011). 
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opportunities.5 Denmark is an opposite case as we are bringing secularization into 
discussion of well-being and religious affiliation. In secular societies like Denmark 
assumingly everybody, regardless of religiosity, experience higher level of satisfaction with 
their lives.  
Apart from Diener’s research, there are global and international reports that measure 
individual’s state of well-being and what affects it. There are various variables used and 
hence diverse criteria for feeling happy or unhappy imposed. Here is a brief overview of 
the most important ones: 
 
 World Happiness Report (WHR): demographics, material condition, quality of life 
(including social connections, civic engagement and governance, personal security) 
and psychological measures (expectations, aspirations about the future)6 
 Gallup World Poll: thriving, struggling and suffering (where respondents are now 
and where they see themselves in the future); positive experiences; negative 
experiences7 
 World Values Survey: variety of questions linked to religiosity such as belonging to 
religious organizations, the importance of God in one’s daily life; time for praying in 
and outside the church8 
 European Social Survey: socialization with friends, feeling of safety, religion or 
denomination of belonging, discrimination etc.9 
 
Referring to the European Social Survey questionnaire we can see a mention of 
belonging. And religiosity could be considered as a tool to give this sense of belonging to 
an individual. According to Emile Durkheim, religion’s function in human’s life is “to aid us 
to live”10 and it is particularly interesting to analyze how this aid is being performed and 
how it affects an individual. Attending church services, being a part of religious community 
and participating actively in church-based activities might be beneficial for one’s pursuit of 
meaning in life. However,  
                                                     
5
 Ed Diener, Louis Tay, David G Myers, “The Religion Paradox: If Religion Makes People Happy, Why Are 
So Many Dropping Out?” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, vol. 101, no. 6, (2011). 
6
 The Earth Institute, Columbia University, World Happiness Report 2013, Ed. John Helliwell, Richard Layard 
and Jeffrey Sachs, accessed on November 28, 2014. 
http://unsdsn.org/wpcontent/uploads/2014/02/WorldHappinessReport2013_online.pdf. 
7
 Gallup World Poll Methodology, accessed on December 6, 2014 http://www.gallup.com/poll/105226/world-
poll-methodology.aspx 
8
 Findings and Insights, World Values Survey, accessed on October 25, 2014 
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp 
9
 European Social Survey, accessed on December 5, 2014 
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/round6/fieldwork/source/ESS6_source_main_questionnaire.pdf. 
10
 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, Trans. Joseph Ward Swain, (New York: The 
Free Press 1965), 907. 
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“Since the idea of the sacred is always and everywhere separated from the idea of the 
profane in the thought of men … the mind irresistibly refuses to allow the two 
corresponding things to be confounded, or even to be merely put in contact with each 
other”11.  
In a secular state, one might argue, this division between sacred and profane is the 
most tangible. Thus we are at a risk of falling into, in Max Weber’s words, “the 
disenchantment of the world”12 when one’s understanding of happiness appears to be 
based solely on materialistic values. Indicators of happiness reports suggest that ensuring 
basic needs and being a well-functioning part of a secular capitalist system is enough for 
one’s happiness.  
It appears that there is an unwritten agreement between those who formulate 
happiness variables that policies of “more heavily regulated markets” should be supported 
and “a more thoroughgoing egalitarian welfare state is by no means unique”.13 Hence we 
can assume that there is a pivotal element lacking in the happiness research while serving 
particular agenda of capitalist states. Furthermore, we question how the same secular 
indicators can be used worldwide and applicable to those nations that value spirituality and 
find their fulfillment in non-materialistic values. In criticism of survey-based happiness 
research Will Wilkinson asks if “we judge our own level of satisfaction according to the 
same standards”.14For instance, being happy in United States might be different from 
being happy in Bhutan. The latter is an outstanding example as the country has its own 
Gross National Happiness index (GNH). Questionnaire for measuring state of happiness in 
Bhutan alone is 43 pages long and contains questions such as how often one practices 
meditation; if one discusses spiritual issues with children and if one believes in karma.15 
For secular states similar questions do not appear to be relevant.  
 
In our study of happiness research field we aim at examining Danish society, which is 
secular yet acknowledged as the happiest in the world by aforementioned reports. 
According to Michael Argyle, spiritual uncertainty cannot by any means be conducive to 
happiness.16 Still, spirituality as well as finding meaningfulness in life has not been taken 
into consideration by the happiness reports. Consequently, there is a paradox of existing 
                                                     
11
 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, Trans. Joseph Ward Swain, (New York: The 
Free Press 1965), 112. 
12
 Robert W. Scribner, “The Reformation, Popular Magic, and the ‘Disenchantment of the World,’” The 
Journal of Interdisciplinary History, vol. 23, no. 3 (1993). 
13
 Will Wilkinson, “In Pursuit of Happiness Research: Is it Reliable? What Does it Imply For Policy?”, Policy 
Analysis, no. 590 (2007), 2. 
14
 Ibid, 6. 
15
 Gross National Happiness, Questionnaire, accessed on November 25, 2014,  
http://www.grossnationalhappiness.com/questionnaire/ 
16
 Michael Argyle, Psychology and Religion: An Introduction, (New York: Routledge, 2000). 
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contradiction between assumption that spirituality is an essential part of happiness and a 
clear avoidance of this variable in ratings of the happiest states. Creating a common 
assessment of happiness on the global level does not appear to be feasible as long as 
different states have various approaches to what it accurately is. Furthermore, as long as 
questions of meaning in one’s life are not addressed it is highly questionable to what 
extent one can measure level of subjective well-being. With these concerns in mind we 
therefore aim at answering the following question:  
 
Are secular happiness studies, like those done in Denmark, meaningful indicators of well-
being or are they simply confirming a preconceived secularist capitalist value system? 
 
This paper includes 6 chapters. In the second chapter our theoretical considerations are 
presented. By elaborating on secularization and a welfare value system we intend to 
illustrate what concerns about the happiness reports methods have led us to the research 
question that we are striving to find answers to.  
In the third chapter our research design and methodology are described. For 
supporting our arguments two surveys as well as two formal interviews were conducted. 
Sufficient to say that there were certain limitations for obtaining empirical data, which will 
be explained in the respective chapter. 
Fourth chapter introduces our findings and analysis to the reader. Deriving from 
theoretical background and available data of surveys about religiosity and sense of one’s 
fulfillment, we elaborate on relevance of world happiness reports in Danish environment. 
Fifth chapter, Discussion, on its hand, is given to present our findings with relation to a 
global scale. Happiness research field is global and it merges various countries by 
introducing identical variables to the whole world. Therefore, it is essential to bring this 
discussion into paper to demonstrate how our small-scale research is applicable to the 
global one. In the final chapter we can conclude what our research has exposed and if the 
research question could be clearly answered.  
While conducting this study, we came to a supposition that happiness research must 
be more complex and ambiguous than it might appear from the very first sight. We can see 
that it is not a dispute about welfare states performing better and making their citizens 
happier as those very same states also rate high in antidepressants consumption as well 
as suicides.17 Tim Kasser in The High Price of Materialism argues that people with 
                                                     
17
 OECD iLibrary, Health at a Glance: Europe 2012, 3.11. Pharmaceutical Consumption (2012), accessed on 
November 27, 2014. http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/social-issues-migration-
health/health-at-a-glance-europe-2012/pharmaceutical-consumption_9789264183896-38-en#page1. 
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materialistic values are more likely to “find themselves unhappy than are “intrinsically 
motivated” people”.18 This might put hint of doubt on the whole happiness research. And in 
this study we examine methodology and variables of existing reports as well conduct our 
small-scale fieldwork to examine whether there is a question of meaning in one’s life 
addressed and to what extent measuring happiness with secular variables is accurate on a 
global level.   
 
 
2. Theoretical Framework 
 
The notion of happiness (subjective well-being) has been discussed by philosophers since 
ancient times. For Aristotle, ‘happiness’ was an ideal, the central purpose in human life.  
Émile Durkheim’s understanding of ‘needs’ elaborated on Aristotle’s virtues but placed 
preeminent importance on societal structures. Max Weber, in turn viewed the new 
capitalist society of the early 20th century with skepticism, warning those of a coming 
‘disenchantment of the world’19, a loss of meaning where happiness exists simply as a by-
product of the wage earning utilitarian. Today, notions of happiness and meaning have 
taken on a new character both functionally and theoretically. Various academic disciplines 
approached these notions in competing manner. Economists associate happiness with 
levels of income, employing principles of diminishing returns and income inequality. In the 
natural sciences, neuropsychologists determined that our thinking affects the way we feel 
and that happiness is empirically detectable in the left side of the frontal lobe.20 
Psychologists, who have the most nuanced approaches to subjective well-being, now 
question whether happiness is at all useful in determining how individuals should live their 
lives. Happiness research, which has become very popular both nationally and 
internationally, appears to have standardized the definition and usage of the term 
happiness. This streamlining not only makes cross-national comparison possible, it also 
validates the measures that are thought to be conducive to happiness, measures that, 
argued here, are part of a preconceived value system. Well-being in this context is 
associated more with the efficiency of secular institutions and has little to do with what 
many psychologists believe is much more vital to the well-being of the individual, the 
                                                     
18
 Tim Kasser, The High Price of Materialism (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), p. 106, quoted in Will 
Wilkinson, “In Pursuit of Happiness Research: Is it Reliable? What does It Imply for Policy?” Policy Analysis, 
no. 590 (2007), 1-44, 32. 
19
 Max Weber, Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: New Translation and Introduction by Stephen 
Kalberg (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 2001), 60. 
20
 Shari R., Waldstein, Willem J. Kop, Louis A. Schmidt, Amy J. Haulfler, David S. Krants and Nathan A. Fox, 
“Frontal Electrocortical  and Cardiovascular Reactivity During Happiness and Anger,” Biological Psychology, 
vol 55, 1 (2000).  
 7 
pursuit of meaning in one’s life. The concepts of ‘meaning’ and fulfillment look much 
different now than they did in the past.   
 
In the West, prior to the Enlightenment, meaning in life was directly related to one’s union 
with a supra-empirical, transcendent reality or deity.  Religion served as a system that 
unified beliefs, offered salvation, purpose, and strong community bonds for the individual. 
In this sense, ‘meaning’ was bestowed on individuals from above, whether they wanted it 
in that form or not. Those same belief systems, however, proved to be detrimental to the 
progress of society. The Enlightenment of the late 17th century introduced a philosophy of 
reason and analysis, individualization and science, and is regarded as the foundation for 
the modern secular society. Today, it is within the values of the modern secular society 
that happiness is determined and where meaning in life is debated. This begs the 
questions: Is ‘meaning’ in life too ambiguous to determine? If ‘meaning’ can be 
determined, how does it relate to happiness? In the following sections, we will use theory 
from Emile Durkheim, Max Weber as well as important insights from other theorists to 
explore how the modern secular capitalist value system was formed and how it influences 
the well-being of individuals. Once a clear understanding of the current value system has 
been established, a brief introduction to theoretical nuances will be integrated to make 
evident the necessity for new approaches in determining ‘meaning’ and well-being. 
 
 
2.1 A Happy Secular Society  
 
Denmark has been ranked the happiest country in the world two years in a row. This rank 
is based on six general factors: “real GDP per capita, healthy life expectancy, having 
someone to count on, perceived freedom to make life choices, freedom from corruption, 
and generosity”.21 These factors, that are comparable (if not interchangeable) with those 
used in the latest World Happiness Report, do address key elements that are of vital 
importance to society, but they do not address questions of ‘meaning’ and personal 
fulfillment with any thoroughness. Moreover, if factors that are used to gage happiness are 
primarily related to the efficiency of secular institutions, why do we see such heavy 
consumption of anti-depressants in strong secular societies like Denmark?  In the 2013 
Danish article titled Hvorfor har vi det ikke bedre, når vi har det så godt? Danish 
                                                     
21
 The Earth Institute, Columbia University, World Happiness Report 2013, figure 2.3, Ed. John Helliwell, 
Richard Layard and Jeffrey Sachs, accessed on November 24, 2014 http://unsdsn.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/02/WorldHappinessReport2013_online.pdf, 19. 
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depression is examined in context to its ranking as the happiest nation in the world. 
Denmark is a nation of over 5.6 million people, of that number 455,000 receive Prozac, 
140,000 are addicted to alcohol, and between 5 and 10 per cent are lonely.22 According to 
2012 OECD findings, “Iceland has the highest level of consumption of antidepressants, 
followed by Portugal and Denmark.”23 Despite the alarming factors such as stress, 
loneliness, high consumption of alcohol and antidepressants, Denmark is ranked as the 
happiest country in the world. The articles author goes on to and claim that happiness 
reports tend to focus on long-term happiness factors, factors related to life satisfaction. 
Happiness in the immediate sense, that is happiness associated with individual moments 
or special events i.e. weddings, birth of a child, falling in love, take on a different 
importance and are therefore weighted differently (hedonic and eudaimonic well-being will 
be explored later in this study) .24  
 
In another article, The unhappy rich: antidepressant use soars in developed nations from 
2013, it is stated “..Living in a wealthy, developed nation may not make you happier, with a 
study finding that antidepressant use has surged across the rich world”25. Regardless of 
the high consumption of antidepressants in Nordic countries nearly all of them score high 
in world happiness rankings, as figures 1 and 1.2 below show. Studies have linked this 
anomaly with the relatively limited amount of sunshine per year; others believe that it is a 
consequence of societal factors. To better understand this situation let us take a look at 
what characterizes a secular society like the one we see Denmark. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
22
 Dorte Remar, “Hvorfor har vi det ikke bedre, når vi har det så godt?” Kristeligt Dagblad, September 20, 
2013, accessed on November 27, 2014, http://www.kristeligt-dagblad.dk/liv-sj%C3%A6l/hvorfor-har-vi-det-
ikke-bedre-n%C3%A5r-vi-har-det-s%C3%A5-godt. 
23
 OECDiLibrary, Health at a Glance: Europe 2012, 3.11.Pharmaceutical consumption (2012), accessed 
November 27, 2014. http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/social-issues-migration-
health/health-at-a-glance-europe-2012/pharmaceutical-consumption_9789264183896-38-en#page1 
24
 Dorte Remar, “Hvorfor har vi det ikke bedre, når vi har det så godt?” Kristeligt Dagblad, September 20, 
2013, accessed on November 27, 2014, http://www.kristeligt-dagblad.dk/liv-sj%C3%A6l/hvorfor-har-vi-det-
ikke-bedre-n%C3%A5r-vi-har-det-s%C3%A5-godt. 
25
 Guardian reporter, “The unhappy rich: antidepressant use soars in developed nations.” mail & Guardian 
(2013), last modified on November 20, 2013, accessed on November 28, 2014, http://mg.co.za/article/2013-
11-20-the-unhappy-rich-antidepressant-use-soars-in-developed-nations. 
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Figure 1. Anti Depressants Consumption.
26
    Figure 2. Ranking of Happiness: 2010-12 (part 1).
27
       
2000 and 2010 (or nearest year).                                              
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.2 Durkheim and the Modern Secular Society 
 
Secularity is what remains when religion is detached from society. Secularisation explains 
a process describing the modern era28. Durkheim argues that the individual does not need 
religion, but that a group of people almost inevitably presents itself in a religion-like state 
when they are overwhelmed by a sense of community29. Durkheim’s “comparative study of 
rates of suicide in Western Europe developed this thesis (..) Durkheim identified varying 
levels of suicide in different countries (..) He concluded that the more embedded someone 
was within social networks, the less likely they were to commit suicide”30. In his famous 
book, Suicide (1897) Durkheim argues, “that religion is something eminently social”31. 
Furthermore, he states, “If religion has given birth to all that is essential in society, it is 
                                                     
26
 OECDiLibrary, Health at a Glance: Europe 2012, Graph 3.11.3, Pharmaceutical consumption (2012), 
accessed November 27, 2014. http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/social-issues-
migration-health/health-at-a-glance-europe-2012/pharmaceutical-consumption_9789264183896-38-
en#page1. 
27
 The Earth Institute, Columbia University, World Happiness Report 2013, figure 2.3, Ed. John Helliwell, 
Richard Layard and Jeffrey Sachs, accessed on November 28, 2014 http://unsdsn.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/02/WorldHappinessReport2013_online.pdf, 22. 
28
 José Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” in Rethinking Secularism, ed. C. Calhoun, 
M. Juergensmeyer & J. van   Antwerpen, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 54. 
29
 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Glencoe Illinois: Free Press, 1915), 44. 
30
 Rob Warner, Secularisation and Its Discontents (London: Bloomsbury Academic,2010), 23. 
31
 Sarah Snyder, “Summary: Durkheim's Suicide, Sociology of Religion and Theories of Knowledge,” 
accessed on November 24 
http://www.academia.edu/3018615/Summary_Durkheims_Suicide_Sociology_of_Religion_and_Theories_of
_Knowledge_ 2. 
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because the idea of society is the soul of religion”32. Here society is the apex of the 
rationalization process. In Durkheim’s construction actions become bounded to the 
authority of society and its division of labor. The resulting institutional differentiation and 
specialization that takes place shifts society away from its traditionally religious 
orientations to orientations grounded in ethical reason. Science and reason become the 
essential ingredients for the modern society removing the sacred jurisdiction of uniform 
belief systems. For Durkheim, scientific rationalization is not the stauros used to eliminate 
the sacred from the world but rather a tool used to fuse the morally beneficial elements of 
religion with the power of collective solidarity; society divinized. The result is the inevitable 
evolution of a society from its religious origins to a secular modernity. It is within this social 
environment that man builds his goals and orients his actions and desires. 
                                             
Durkheim argued that the fundamental key to happiness is having our needs equal to our 
means. According to Durkheim, “..Unlimited desires are insatiable by definition and 
insatiability is rightly considered a sign of morbidity. Being unlimited, they constantly and 
infinitely surpass the means at their command; they cannot be quenched. Inextinguishable 
thirst is constantly renewed torture (..) To pursue a goal which is by definition unattainable 
is to condemn oneself to a state of perpetual unhappiness”33. Furthermore, he states that 
our ‘needs’ are our desires. As individuals, our desires are immeasurable and limitless, 
unless controlled by social forces. Our ‘means’ are the capacity to accomplish our goals to 
satisfy our desire34. Here we see a situation in which society becomes the external 
authority responsible for moral guidance. Durkheim does not see such a responsibility 
problematic if the individuals who comprise society act rationally, a theoretical assumption 
that becomes problematic when viewed in light of the how societies in the world operate 
today. What would Durkheim have said about the aggressive deregulation and 
privatization of capital markets, the consumer revolution or the material excess of the rich 
and the resulting disparity in income? Today most of the western society belongs to a 
capitalist form of economic organization. If desires and the means to achieve these desires 
are reliant on the moral guidance of the modern capitalist society, that is a society driven 
by the production and consumption of goods, then the values of that economic 
organization will be reflected back into society. This is not to say that all individuals in a 
capitalist society will adopt values in line with that economic organization, but it does have 
implication for the agency of the consumer. Agency in such a society becomes associated 
                                                     
32
 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Glencoe Illinois: Free Press, 1915), 419. 
33
 Musatafa Emirbayer and Émil Durkheim: Sociologist of Modernity (Massachusetts: Wiley-Blackwell, 2003), 
42. 
34
 Ibid, 42. 
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not with those who choose what to buy but rather by those who decide what to produce to 
choose from. Arjun Appadurai, noted social anthropologist writes in his 1996 book 
Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, “the consumer has been 
transformed through commodity flows (and the mediascapes, especially of advertising, 
that accompany them) into a sign...that only asymptotically approaches the form of a real 
social agent, and in the sense of a mask for the real seat of agency, which is not the 
consumer but the producer and the many forces that constitute production,”35 The rational 
producer will naturally create a market environment in which to best maximize profit.  In 
this context the societal benefits Durkheim associates with the division of labor i.e. 
increased reproductive capacity, efficiency, and solidarity, will inevitably contribute to the 
formulation of a rational economic value system. It is the moral consequences of such a 
value system that Max Weber warns about in The protestant Work Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism, a value system that he believed would ‘disenchant the world’ and eventually 
lead to changes in the subjective meaning that individuals attach to their actions.  
 
 
2.3 Happiness in the New Value System 
  
 Most of the Danes can’t help but smile a little when they hear that Denmark is  the 
 happiest country in the world. They are well aware that Denmark was not  the first in 
 line when sunshine was handed out, that Danes have a high  consumption of anti-
 depressants, and that sitting in traffic on a west February  morning they hardly look 
 like the worlds happiest people. So, why is Denmark  supposedly the world’s happiest 
 country?36 
 
Denmark is ranked the happiest country in the world in 3 of the 5 most recognized 
happiness surveys worldwide. The European Social Survey, the 2012 and 2013 World 
Happiness Report (WHR) and the Eurobarometer 2012 all have Denmark listed as the 
happiest country in the world.37 Happiness, or subjective well-being, is measured 
differently in different studies yet certain commonalities do exist in the varying formulas of 
measurement. For the purpose of this study, emphasis will be placed on the perceived 
causes of happiness that are most often cited in and between studies. Societal indicators 
of happiness are used by all the above mentioned studies and although variance in 
measures appears, certain determinants of happiness are used universally. These 
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determinants include criteria such as income, trust in institutions, education, work 
environment, security, corruption, and freedom and equality. The statistical data collected 
from these studies is used at meta-national levels where extrinsic comparisons between 
nation-state populations can be made, separating the happy from the not so happy and the 
efficient from the not so efficient.  
 
Since their origins, these studies have garnered an increasing popularity at both the 
national (policy making) and supra-national level, but not without critique. One of those 
critiques is that the indicators used to determine well-being belong to a rationalistic 
economic worldview partial to free market forces. Due to the fact that the majority of the 
indicators that are thought to have a positive correlation with well-being are of a secular 
nature, i.e., they are excluding any questions aiming at transcendental or ‘sacred’ realms 
and remain under the jurisdictional claims of functionally rational institutions, 
understanding well-being and meaning becomes limited to the empirical categories that 
are being evaluated. Here the strength of the secular institutional landscape is 
championed, the benevolent welfare-state is supreme, and “the highest form of moral 
obligation of the individual is to fulfill his duty in worldly affairs”.38 This critique is by no 
means a new one. 
 
Karel Dobbelaere, well-known sociologist and Emeritus Professor at the University of 
Antwerp and the Catholic University of Leuven, has written extensively on secularization. 
In a section of his book, Secularization: an Analysis at Three Levels, Dobbelaere 
summarizes Max Weber’s construction of the role of the individual in an organizationally 
secular context: 
 
 The rationalization process in the economic order brought about large factories 
 and huge bureaucracies resting on mechanical foundations, in which the  individual 
 is reduced to being a role-player. Such institutional  arrangements had  their 
 impact on other social institutions such as politics, education, and the family. In fact, 
 social life became dominated by gesellschaftliche relationships: most vertical and 
 horizontal social bonds were broken. Man lost his communal relationships, and 
 religion, which has a communal base, lost its impact on society. It was reduced to 
 precarious subworlds: the family, the private sphere, and  religious groupings.39 
 
The loss of communal relationships and connections with the ‘sacred’, which Durkheim 
sees as a step along society’s evolutionary path, does more than simply underscore the 
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current rationalistic economic worldview, it introduces an ‘economic ethic’, a ‘calling’, and 
an interpretation of the origins of modern capitalism that may shed light on the 
constructivist narrative of happiness as stated above. Economic rationalism in this sense 
“depends not only on an advanced development of technology and law but also on the 
capacity and disposition or persons to organize their lives in a practical-rational-manner”.40  
In 1905 Max Weber published The Protestant Work Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (PE). 
During the early 20th century scholars were confronted with what Stephen Kalberg, 
Professor of sociology at Harvard, calls a “new cosmos”.41 The fusion of feudal agrarian 
society and the heavy industrialization of urban centers had many social scientists 
wondering what consequences the emerging ‘new cosmos’ would have on the 
organization of society. Weber attempted to solve this enigma by examining the causal 
factors that led to this transformation. What he came to discover is that “the capitalist spirit 
that emerged in modern times was connected to the fundamental religious ideas of ascetic 
Protestantism.”42 This connection, however controversial it was then (and remains to this 
day), is exceptionally actionable when applied to the traditionally protestant secular  
societies like those in Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Iceland and Finland (all of which rank in 
the top 10 in happiness rankings published in the 2013 WHR43).  
 
 
2.4 The Capitalist Value System   
 
 Religious developments originating in the Biblical tradition may be seen as 
 causal factors in the formation of the modern secularized world. Once formed, 
 however, this world precisely precludes the continuing efficacy of religion as a 
 formative force. We could contend that here lies the great historical irony in the 
 relation between religion and secularization, an irony that can be graphically put by 
 saying that, historically speaking, Christianity has been its own gravedigger.44 
 
Are the values of modern secular society rooted in a western religious tradition, and if so 
what does that tell us about well-being? To answer this question we must find a link 
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between the modern secular state and a religious ethos that was conducive to secular 
values, but not strong enough to maintain jurisdiction over those values through time.  
The Protestant Reformation is believed in this context to have lead to what Weber calls 
“the disenchantment of the world” by making explicit the separation of the profane world 
(the world of men) from the sacred world (the external world where god resides).45 Once 
separated, the profane world became a world in which man was disconnected from sacred 
jurisdiction, where he himself, through his own actions, determined his relationship to the 
next life and where salvation, Weber argues, was in many cases predetermined.46 
 
Ascetic Protestantism is a term associated with a puritan orientation towards life. In the 
16th and 17th century “everything depended on one’s relationship to the next life, and 
one’s social position depended upon to the sacrament of communion”.47 The jurisdiction of 
the clergy was unquestioned and life was lived in service to one’s community and above 
all, God. Paramount to all other forms of religious devotion, ‘work’ was the most important 
mechanism for the practice of asceticism.48 Weber calls this the ‘vocational calling’, and its 
influence in the creation of the ‘spirit of capitalism’ is vital. The accumulation of wealth 
achieved by ones labors here differs greatly to that used by the adherents of the 
‘traditional economic ethic’. “They regarded work as involving drudgery and exertion; it was 
a necessary evil to be avoided as soon as customary and constant economic needs were 
met.”49 “According to the ethic of the Quakers, a person’s vocational calling should involve 
a consistent, ascetic exercise of virtue.”50 This ascetic virtue voided material wealth from 
pleasure and condemned the enjoyment of profit as morally reprehensible. Accumulation 
of wealth as a result of the mastery of one’s ‘calling,’ however, freed the “acquisition of 
goods from the constraints if the traditional economic ethic. in the process, ascetic 
Protestantism shattered the bonds restricting all striving for gain—not only by legalizing 
profit but also by perceiving it as desired by God”.51 “Seest thou a man diligent in his 
business? He shall stand before kings; he shall not stand before men.”52 The accumulation 
of wealth in this sense is a consequence of one’s duty in the profane world, a duty that 
made the regular reproduction of capital a moral benchmark--effectively instilling what 
Weber calls the ‘spirit of capitalism.’ As society matured within this paradigm, the ‘spirit of 
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capitalism’ began to take on a new form. This new form of capitalism became objectified, 
and transformed into an end in itself. It is this rational materialist worldview that Weber 
warns about, “he foresaw a desolate bureaucratic ‘iron cage’ of the future, the empty 
triumph of ‘specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart.’”53  
 
 The Puritan wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so. For when  asceticism 
 was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life, and began to dominate worldly 
 morality, it did its part in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern economic 
 order. This order is now bound to the technical and economic conditions of machine 
 production which to-day determine the lives of all the individuals who are born into 
 this mechanism, not only those directly concerned with economic acquisition, with 
 irresistible force.54 
 
So what can this ‘spirit of capitalism’ tell us about well-being and meaning in one’s life? In 
order to answer that question we need to see how happiness and secularism have 
concatenated into an extended narrative. To understand this narrative we must 
demonstrate (rightfully so) the positive consequences of societal secularization in the 
modern capitalist society. Societal secularization here refers to “a process in which 
autonomous institutional “ideologies” replaced, within their own domain, an overarching 
and transcendent universe of norms”.55 One of the most fundamentally important 
consequences of societal secularization has been the acceptance of freedom of choice. 
Freedom to make individual decisions without the fear of divine retribution is seen by many 
as the fundamental conductor for the stable pluralistic democratic societies that we now 
enjoy. Processes of secularization supported Institutional differentiation, allowing for the 
specialization and professionalization of education, politics, healthcare, and other social 
institutions. With differentiation came ‘adaptive upgrading,’ processes in which sub-
systems were formed that had greater adaptive capacities increasing efficiencies across 
the spectrum of society's institutional landscape.56 Society’s void of state belief structures 
effectuated the space for scientific advancement, artistic creation, counter-culture activism, 
and has facilitated in the monumental increase of life expectancies and standards of living. 
The coalescence of modern capitalism with such beneficial secularizing processes has 
reached its apex and delineates our current rational materialistic worldview. Such a fusion, 
however, has its drawbacks, drawbacks that are believed by some to have left a void in 
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people’s lives where meaning once resided. Weber writes, “…the capitalist economy 
rationalizes on the bases of strictly quantitative calculations and is oriented to the sought-
after economic success in a systematic and dispassionate manner.”57 It is within this 
societal organization that well-being is determined, an organization that for all the 
undeniable advantages it affords its citizens, still amounts to an ‘iron cage’ if regarded as 
an end in itself. Interestingly, even within the scientific-academic paradigm it has created, 
in the social sciences in particular, the rational materialistic worldview has been dethroned 
as the end-all of human achievement. 
 
 
2.5 Beyond Happiness  
 
In the most accepted developmentalist pyramid models, such as those by Abraham 
Maslow and Jean Piaget, the rational materialist paradigm is placed in the upper middle of 
human development.58 These models point beyond a strictly economic and utilitarian 
mindset and acknowledge a potential towards what in the broadest sense might be 
referred to as finding ‘meaning’ and spiritual fulfillment. Renowned psychologist Jordan 
Peterson explains the importance of moving beyond the confines of secular societal 
success in his TED talk "Potential":    
 
 What's above being a good citizen? Even though adopting that restrictive  viewpoint 
 is necessary, it seems there has to be something above it. It has to  do with the 
 deepest and most profound entanglements with life and that's the issue of being a 
 good person. It's above being a good citizen. It has something to do with the 
 development of individuality. We're wired to lose what we have. We're wired to 
 specialize but once we're specialized we're wired to re-open….. We can start opening 
 the doors again and I believe our nervous system is set up to help us do that. If you 
 don't interfere, if you notice that by paying attention to the things that manifest 
 themselves to you, that shine forth as interesting, they grab you and where you're 
 grabbed is where the obscuring map you live in isn't obscuring the reality 
 underneath. It's like a hole in the map, the light shines through that and you are 
 attracted to that, and that will pull you along. And that's why your interest is seized by 
 something and that's your nervous system doing that, you don't do that, it's an 
 unconscious force, you can even say it's the world itself talking to you. And the 
 phenomenologist’s did feel that way.  
 It's a real phenomenon, it's not a secondary thing and you know that because you 
 can't live without it, you die, you stultify, you get cynical, you get nihilistic or you 
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 adopt some wild belief system if you don't have the attachment to some genuine, life-
 giving meaning in your life.59 
 
The same observation was made by renowned psychotherapist Hanne Seemann and is 
mention explicitly by Lothar Schäfer, distinguished Professor Emeritus of physical 
chemistry at the University of Arkansas, in his 2013 book, Infinite Potential: What Quantum 
Physics Reveals About How We Should Live, “my experiences from psychosomatic 
therapy have taught me that human beings who reside exclusively in the material and 
rational domain, will sooner or later develop psychosomatic irregularities, because their 
soul cannot bear this.”60 One could assume that the high levels of anti-depressant use in a 
society could be an indicator that functional prosperity does not directly correspond to 
individual fulfillment.  
 
So how can we shift from being good citizens in the ‘iron cage’ to fulfilled good persons in 
the world? It has been argued that a more integral understanding of the human condition is 
required and that traditional empirical constructs do not tell the complete story of true well-
being. Awareness of a higher dimension of well-being is growing in many fields, even the 
fields rooted in the empirical constructs of the past, such as quantum physics, are 
acknowledging the short comings of a purely materialistic point of departure. This growing 
awareness has made its way into chapter 5 of the latest World Happiness Report titled, 
“Restoring Virtue Ethics in the Quest For Happiness”61, which addresses the issue, but has 
yet to be formally included.  “The pressure is the urge that you feel in you to find and to 
actualize this mysterious creativity that has to do with your happiness. If you neglect your 
cosmic task, there won’t be punishment in hell, just the frustration of a wasted and boring 
life.”62 The words by Lothar Schäfer serve well to point a way towards a fulfilled life beyond 
the ‘iron cage’ of the rationalistic paradigm.  
 
The theoretical concepts that were chosen, however complicated they appear to be, 
should demonstrate just how important it is to reflect on studies that have claimed 
possession over fundamentally individual and ambiguous concepts such as happiness or 
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subjective well-being. Even though happiness studies have quantified well-being, and 
have created empirically verifiable indicators for cross-national comparison they are still to 
reductions to capture the true significance of ‘meaning’ and happiness. In an effort to attain 
a more holistic understanding we as a group decided to implement our own methodology. 
 
 
3. Research methodology 
 
3.1 Introduction  
 
This chapter describes methodological framework used in this study. It explains how 
certain methods were selected and applied in order to conduct the study and answer our 
problem statement. Therefore, background of the goals of this research, study design and 
research sample will be described. In addition, methodological considerations, obstacles 
and limitations of the project are presented in this chapter as well.  
 
 
3.2 Research Approach and Design 
 
This study intends to have an in-depth analysis of the happiness research field and to 
contribute to it with our own findings amongst Danish society. To our understanding, 
happiness reports do not fully address all the aspects of one’s well-being. Therefore, two 
test studies were conducted to see the correlation between existing data and bring new 
findings into existing discussion. We put into question validity of the happiness reports by 
replicating the same methodology in our own fieldwork. Intermix of qualitative and 
quantitative methods allowed us to interpret results in a multifaceted manner and to 
identify what methodology provides more understanding of one’s well-being and life’s 
fulfillment. Qualitative research prevails in our study as one of its main strengths is 
flexibility, which makes it “highly suitable for formulating new models, while quantitative 
methods are more suitable for testing these models”.63 In this study two forms of survey 
were taken as a basis for a qualitative study since it has limited capacity of providing in-
depth information. Survey is a “systematic method for gathering information from (a 
sample of) entities for the purposes of constructing quantitative descriptors of the attributes 
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of the larger population of which the entities are members”64  
Taking into consideration OECD Guidelines for measuring subjective well-being65, 
this study intended to apply similar technique and compare it with another one, more 
qualitative, which provides open-ended questions. According to OECD Guidelines, 
international comparability is the highest priority; therefore open-ended questions are 
avoided “because of their interpretive ambiguity”.66 In this study both approaches were 
taken into consideration and were presented in the form of a questionnaire. By distributing 
questionnaires personally to the subjects of a research group information was collected 
during the first phase of the research. Initially it was meant to be the only survey, thus 
sufficient for a full understanding of Danish happiness phenomena and its implications 
within the particular setting. It was meant to be followed by further focus group interviews 
in order to obtain relevant data to support our arguments. However, due to difficulties, 
which will be explained further in the methodology section, these did not take place. 
Therefore, a decision was taken to continue the survey research by addressing similar 
issues to those addressed by the happiness reports and using appropriate scales. This 
diametrically different approach allowed us to collect a big amount of data, compare it and 
address our goals of studying the existing happiness research field and its gaps. Second 
study was conducted through using survey method similar to those used in happiness 
reports yet with different leading question with a random sample. In addition, formal 
interviews with opinion leaders in academia and a religious institution took place. 
Interviews were conducted on the basis of “a loose structure made up of open-ended 
questions defining the area to be explored”67. Such multidimensional approach served this 
study to analyze chosen topic with various data acquired. This particular design was 
chosen to meet the goals of this research, namely to examine how Danish population rates 
its happiness level and how it links it to religiosity and search for meaning in one’s life.  
 
 
3.3 Research Setting 
 
The study was conducted at Elijah’s Church in Copenhagen and nearby Roskilde 
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Cathedral in the city of Roskilde. The Elijah’s Church launched free of charge music 
events in the spring of 2014 and it keeps its doors opened for all visitors on Friday nights. 
With allowance of the priest and a project manager, questionnaire was distributed in this 
setting. In the meanwhile participant observation and participation took place.  
Second study was conducted in one of the biggest squares in Roskilde. It was 
selected due to a higher probability of having access to a larger population sample. Time 
chosen for data collection (weekend morning) and particular setting (Christmas market) 
allowed to approach a high number of people who were willing to respond to the survey 
questions.  
 
 
3.4 The Study Population and Sample 
 
According to World Happiness Report, “sample survey will generally attempt to achieve a 
representative sample of the target population”68In this study we aimed at including a 
sample of subjects with various backgrounds while maintaining gender equality and wide 
age range. Hence, the sample size of our study is 62 people – 28 respondents for the first 
study and 34 for a second one respectively. All attendees of the event in Elijah’s church 
received a questionnaire upon arrival. In the second study, conducted in Roskilde, 
prospective respondents were approached in the street. If in the first study attendees were 
willing to participate yet provided very brief non-descriptive answers, in the second one 
number of respondents decreased due to refusals, but gave more data as another 
approach for inquiry was implemented.   
 
 
3.5 Data Collection 
 
3.5.1 Data Collection Instrument 
 
We decided to conduct a descriptive research hence survey was the most appropriate 
data collection instrument. Since formulation of every question has many possibilities and 
variations, while designing the survey several decisions had to be made such as:  
 Subject and dimension: whether it corresponds to the research questions 
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 Formulation of questions, their format 
 Response categories69 
 Length of the survey which is a central “determinant of the cooperation” with 
respondents70 (longer surveys decrease response rate and affect validity of the 
study) 
 Mode of administration  
 Ethical considerations such as confidentiality, anonymity, access to respondents and 
how they are approached71 
 
Initially we planned to convey one survey. However, due to challenges with other data 
collection instruments mentioned afore, the second survey was decided to take place. 
Benefits and limitations of both will be explained further in this chapter. 
 
Two questionnaires were designed in order to serve researchers’ interest to test the 
existing happiness research approach and implement other techniques as well as other 
questions in order to answer the research question. Both surveys included questions about 
gender, age and profession thus providing demographic data and ensuring that a wide 
population sample is involved. After the general information (sex, age, profession) the first 
survey had only open-ended questions. The purpose of this was to get detailed responses 
in order to have sufficient material for descriptive in-depth analysis. Open-ended questions 
were chosen as they “yield more exact information” whereas closed ones cause “inevitably 
some loss of information when the answer is categorical”72. Yet, a vast majority of 
respondents preferred to answer with one word or a very short sentence. Such answers 
could not serve interests of our study and left a gap in the interpretation of obtained data. 
Aimed at qualitative descriptive research, we were striving to minimize this drawback of 
poor data by cooperating with respondents. We overcame the flaw of concise comments 
by helping to fill in questionnaires for a number of respondents. This approach proved to 
serve interest of the research since when collaborating with a researcher, not merely filling 
in a questionnaire, respondents provided more background information, raised further 
questions and shared their personal experiences.  
 
The first pilot test of our survey provided information, which could be further elaborated on. 
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According to our agenda, the last question of the survey suggested to leave respondent’s 
email address if interested in focus group participation. Third of respondents wrote their 
email addresses in a proposed field. However, when contacted by email, only two of them 
responded. Moreover, these two respondents share very similar thoughts on religiosity in a 
welfare state. Therefore, the preliminary plan of obtaining additional data while engaging 
participants with various opinions could not be realized.  
 
Questionnaire as the data collection method was chosen due to a number of benefits that 
it contains. The following benefits could be tested in this study: 
 
 Due to this instrument, larger population sample could be involved in the research  
 Questionnaire is not so time-consuming as an interview, thus respondents are more 
willing to participate 
 Probability of subjective interpretation of the collected data is minimized as 
respondents are accountable for their answers  
 Anonymity factor is beneficial as respondents could respond to questions more freely 
without assumption that their data will be linked to their personality 
 
Nevertheless, there are weaknesses of implementing this method such as: 
 
 Lack of detailed information provided by respondents  
 Questionnaires were handed back in with some blank lines for answers thus 
important data was lost and could not be retrieved  
 Some handwritings could not be fully decoded, which resulted in losing data 
 Respondents could not always express their thoughts in a clear manner in written 
form thus providing ambiguous answers that might lead to researcher’s biases and 
subjective interpretation of the meaning  
 
Decision on conducting a second survey was taken in order to test existing happiness 
reports and complement them with our own findings as well as raise issues about their 
validity and accuracy. Therefore, the second survey included the same scale (1-10) as the 
World Happiness Report does. Difficulties, which occurred during the first survey, were 
taken into consideration while preparing and conducting a second one. Open-ended 
questions were more specified as the first survey proved to be overabundant with 
questions, which eventually were omitted by a significant number of respondents.  
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In the second survey all the aforementioned weaknesses were taken into account and 
survey was conducted by interviewers who filled in questionnaires on behalf of 
respondents. This was done in order to decode provided data more easily when analyzing 
as well as to support existing questions with further oral clarifications if needed.  
 
 
3.5.2 Limitations of this Data Collection Instrument  
 
Using surveys one should take into consideration that presence of a researcher and being 
inquired in a public place might affect answers of respondents to a big extent. As Bert 
Klandermans and Jackie Smith argue, “Feelings and emotions, people’s uncertainties, 
doubt, and fears, all the inconsistencies and the complexities of social interactions and 
belief systems are matters that are not easily tapped with survey questionnaires”73. 
 
Prior to answering questions people translate them into their own language and edit them 
accordingly not only to their own emotional state and background, but also they are 
influenced by features of the questionnaire itself as well the “the culture within which the 
research is taking place”74. 
 
Therefore, we have to consider to what extent obtained data is valid and accurate as we 
can see that the process of interpretation and editing answers in order to satisfy the 
researcher’s interest in a particular manner. It is particularly pivotal in the field of 
happiness research. Denmark has a long history of being ranked as top in happy 
countries. In 1973 the European Commission set up a ‘Eurobarometer’, which was 
measuring what issues affect citizens most of all. Since then Denmark “topped the table” 
every year when Danish citizens were assessing their well-being and happiness75. This 
reputation was supported by the nomination of “the happiest” in the World Happiness 
Report in 2013 where Denmark scored nearly 7.7 out of 10.76 Therefore, we can derive 
from this that Danes have a well-established culture of “the happiest” when being 
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constantly mentioned in the world media (Huffington Post77, Telegraph78, CNN79, e.g.), we 
can assume that there has been a particular pattern developed. Being rated as the 
happiest, Danish citizens might edit their answers according to this assumption. In Survey 
Methods in Multinational, Multiregional, and Multicultural Contexts it is stated that there 
could be a collectivism tendency when answering questions in surveys: 
 
“Collectivism focuses attention on the importance of the social interface—groups, how one 
fits into them, one's position within the group, and the ways to maintain positive status as a 
group member”.80 
It is a pivotal aspect that had to be thoroughly considered when surveys are conducted. 
There is a risk of obtaining not accurate data, which eventually leads to misinterpreting 
results of the research. If obtaining answers, which comply with “collectivism” and 
correspond to a well-established reputation, we must also take into account a significant 
risk of conducting surveys. Respondents make conclusions on what the question likely 
means81 and in what context it has been asked and might answer accordingly. Such 
responses, made in “a socially desirable fashion”, could either underestimate unhealthy 
behaviors as well as “over-report healthy” ones82. In this study we decided to use this 
method in order to question approach of the world leading happiness researches by facing 
challenges that it holds. Assumption that there is a need to correspond to established 
reputation will be elaborated further on the analysis chapter of this paper.  
 
In order to overcome potential risks of misusing survey information we supplemented it 
with participant observation. This method requires being an active participant in the social 
setting as is “much more common in qualitative work than pure observation (as a 
nonparticipant)83. In two surveys, that were conveyed, different approaches to participant 
observation were taken.  
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3.5.3 Data Collection Procedure  
 
During the first phase of our fieldwork we handed out survey sheets to the participants of 
the concert. While waiting for responses we could observe and take notes of how people 
react, what gestures they use and how they interact amongst each other. Furthermore, we 
also left time to stay in the setting after conducting research to have further observations 
as a part of the audience. Clearly, our aim was “to capture the reality of a situation”, which 
has not been “modified due to outside influences”84.   
 
During the second survey this aim was more complicated to reach as presence of the 
researcher with a questionnaire could be considered to be an outside influence, which 
modifies both behavior and reaction to questions. This must be taken into account as a 
challenge of the project. However, in this particular study participant observation is an 
invaluable source of information that contributes to our arguments about validity and 
accuracy of happiness research. 
Due to a very low response rate for focus group interviews (2 out of 10) and tight time 
constraints our study could not include in-depth interviews and discussions as initially 
planned. However, in order to receive more data and expert opinions we conducted 
interviews with key opinion leaders in the field. Due to last-minute cancellations interviews 
with two academics could not take place. Consequently, we derive data from Professor of 
Department of Society and Globalization at Roskilde University Bent Greve and a 
representative of a religious institution, priest of the Elijah’s church, Jesper B. Christensen. 
Both interviews included open-ended questions used to give a vast field for further inquiry 
and elaboration. Following Robert K. Jin’s recommendations, being “inquisitive” must be a 
core of qualitative interview, as both what one hears and sees is important85. 
 
 
3.6 Data Analysis 
 
By completing 2 surveys and conducting 2 expert interviews we could further quantify, 
compare and interpret existing data. Data analysis was influenced by language 
complexities. As was mentioned afore, a few Danish respondents refused to fill in English-
language surveys. Furthermore, unclear handwriting reduced amount of decoded data. 
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Additionally, due to emergencies with participants of focus groups and 2 experts, study 
had to proceed without all anticipated information obtained. 
Questions of the study were designed in a particular way that address issues not 
covered by existing happiness reports as well as tackle linkage between well-being, 
welfare state and spirituality. By obtaining results of fieldwork and evaluating it with 
regards to the theoretical framework one can establish a reasonable basis for further 
considerations about relevance of happiness reports and weaknesses of identical studies.  
Reliability of this study depended on thorough analysis of the study field and results 
interpretation. It refers to consistency of conclusions whereas validity proves if study 
“investigated what is intended to be investigated”.86 There is a certain threat to validity 
“posed by social desirability concerns and demand characteristics”.87 
 
This study incorporates fieldwork with over 60 people to reach towards a more critical 
understanding of the happiness research field. This research was challenged by lack of 
cooperation and support from a number of respondents who were not willing to participate 
in focus group interviews and two opinion experts. However, risk of losing valuable data 
was minimized by a complementary research with extended questions about well-being 
and search for meaningfulness during the second survey.  
 
 
Chapter 4. Analysis 
 
“The word “happiness” is not used lightly. Happiness is an aspiration of every human 
being, and can also be a measure of social progress. America’s founding fathers declared 
the inalienable right to pursue happiness. Yet are Americans, or citizens of other countries, 
happy? If they are not, what if anything can be done about it?”88 The pursuit of happiness 
is a global phenomenon. Do the indicators used in Happiness research influence the 
notion of meaning in one’s life? How do we go about finding a meaningful life, not just a 
happy one? To find ‘meaning’ in a secular society is a never-ending search. Meaning, and 
the struggle to find it, is not just subject matter. It affects most of us, especially those in the 
West living in the so-called secular age and according to these happiness reports i.e. 
Denmark is as happy as a country should be. In an interview with Professor Bent Greve, 
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we asked him if he saw a major difference between how Danes determine happiness and 
how happiness is determined worldwide, to which he stated, “Happiness is a subjective 
measure, and the same questions are asked in all countries. There have been all the 
critics on how its measured, as happiness means different things to different people, 
nevertheless, there are some studies indicating that you can measure the differences in 
people’s perception and behavior based on these measures, so he will still argue that they 
can be used as a way of understanding what is exactly going on these areas”89. Priest 
Jesper Christensen agrees to the point that happiness is subjective, but believes that 
happiness cannot be measured90. 
 
So, there will always be different opinions. Clearly, happiness surveys are not completely 
random; they cannot be rejected as entirely irrelevant. Some studies have also tried to 
validate assessments of subjective happiness, and have found statistically relevant 
degrees of reliability91. Nearly all the obtainable happiness research to date is based on 
surveys that ask people i.e. how happy or how satisfied they are with their lives92. The 
World Values Survey, which is the basis for much of the happiness research, asks, i.e. 
"Taking all things together, would you say you are: very happy; quite happy; not very 
happy; not at all happy?" The Gallup World Poll uses a similar method in which individuals 
are asked to imagine a ladder with each step representing a successively better life. 
Respondents then report the "step" on the ladder that best resembles to their lives93. In 
Professor Marc de Vos’s publication, Saving Happiness from Politics, he critiques 
happiness research on the fact that the responses to such questions are characteristically 
subjective and relative94 and the answers will be somewhat is superficial. Even though 
scholars criticize these happiness reports, these reports are used on a global level that is 
valid in itself – and Bent Greve confirms this in his interview, as he believes these reports 
are usable and the ‘only’ thing we have for now95.  
 
In order to test the hypothesis of this study, the first questionnaire on religion and 
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happiness was used to test if organized religion in Denmark, in the form of church 
participation, played a role in people’s lives and influenced their well being. Denmark is a 
secular welfare state with a church-state system – but not a religious country. Still, most 
Danes can be seen as “Christian” only in the loosest sense of the word; they acknowledge 
those parts of Christianity that fit into their secular worldview and are ready to ignore the 
rest. The American sociologist Phil Zuckerman has labeled Denmark as a “Society without 
God” in this book Society Without God: What the Least Religious Nations Can Tell Us 
about Contentment96. Christian faith is presumed as more of a cultural than a religious 
phenomenon in Denmark97. Well-known Sociologist, such as Max Weber argues that the 
endless desire for material well-being will eventually end in self-destruction98, which can be 
linked to the imbalance of needs and means Emile Durkheim argues99. This will be looked 
further into in this chapter.  
 
In chapter 5 of the WHR ‘Restoring Virtue Ethics in the Quest for Happiness’ it is clearly 
stated that since the 1700s, current public policies focus on economics/economic growth 
as the primary factor for happiness, but research shows this is not the case100. These 
societies gradually were superseded by “the doctrine of utility” which is described as: 
egoistic, materialistic, hedonistic and stable101. Earlier to the 1700s, i.e. the tradition of 
Buddhism, Aristotle and more recently John Maynard Keynes, believed that harnessing 
the will and passions to live the right life attains happiness102. The WHR briefly introduces 
the notion that there is more to happiness than material goods. In the Danish Happiness 
Report having a good balance between material and immaterial goods in work life is 
mentioned103. These reports confirm that society is required for the orientation of our 
goals. They also acknowledge that there is more to the story but if societies goals are 
grounded in a materialist value system and nothing more, then ‘meaning’ is lost, which is 
addressed by sociologists, such as Durkheim104 and Weber105.  
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4.1 Fieldwork Analysis 
 
In the first survey, out of the 28 respondents 13 were men and 15 were women. The age 
range of the respondents ranged from 20 – 60, with an average age of 33 years106. 
 
This survey confirmed that church is not growing by preaching but by being attractive “The 
general trend of secularization continues. It is attested by the loss of authority of the 
Catholic Church on the societal level and in societal subsystems. This trend is confirmed 
by the decline of personal religiosity (beliefs, church practice, and moral attitudes)”107. On 
a Friday night the church attracted visitors using musical performance. The vast majority of 
the attendees came only because of the concert. Even in a religious environment the vast 
majority of the respondents stated that they do not attend church at all or attend it on very 
rare occasions, such as wedding, funerals etc. Yet, being present in the church and 
listening to a concert made them feel peaceful, relaxed and happy108. One of the 
controversial answers we received was by a retired man in his 50’s, who stated that God is 
a ‘cliché’; yet, he came to church everyday to pray for an hour109. The decline of organized 
religion is clear to the eye, as it’s transformed by the victory of autonomy. Understandably, 
this narrative leads us back to Durkheim’s theory of the secularization of society, but as he 
argued, the fundamental key to happiness is having our needs equal to our means110. In 
Denmark, the secularism has reduced the importance of organized religion in people’s 
lives. By participating in this event we observed that many people entering the church, 
stayed for a few minutes and went out again. Some even hesitated on the threshold 
whether to step in or not111. 
 
When asked why they attended this event many people stated ‘curiosity’ or ‘by incident’ as 
being the main reason112. To our question “How does attending events in religious 
environment make you feel?” One female in her 30s, who did not see herself as being 
religious, answered, “Being in a Church gives me a sense of peace and calmness”. A male 
also in his 30s gives another example of a more traditional Christian faith; he attends 
worships on most Sundays and comes to Friday ceremonies frequently. He answered, 
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“Religion gives a feeling of balance and fundament. Religion is about questions, which we 
don’t have answers to” this could be an example of the never-ending search for ‘meaning’ 
in life. A third example came from a male in his 50s, who answered, “Religion is one’s 
culture”113. Again, Denmark’s secular character is confirmed by these kinds of surveys, 
even though people do not like to call themselves as religious, when we asked a few to 
elaborate on their answer, they still tend to ‘believe’ in something. This observation is be 
confirmed by the PhD student of Sociology of Religion at Lund University, Ina Rosén, who 
in her thesis ‘I’m a Believer – but I’ll be damned if I’m Religious’ did a research on the 
problem of interpreting religion in Scandinavia i.e. Denmark114. Her research is based on a 
focus group study in Denmark. During one of her focus group meetings a young male 
attempted to make sense of his faith by saying: “..And it’s hard to explain it, really, just like 
you can’t explain why you love another person, that’s unbelievably hard. You’d have to 
make something flimsy concrete, and that’s when it starts to fall apart, really, if you’re to 
explain why you love someone, well your eyes are so stunning, that just doesn’t sound as 
pat as you feel, somehow, because it is more about, you know, what you can’t put into 
words, why you love another person. And this goes for my faith, it’s in my mind, in my 
body, I don’t know, it’s difficult to express”115. Phil Zuckerman confirms this observation as 
well as he states “many emphasize that they believe in something, without being able to 
specify what”116.  
 
This survey showed that church, as a religious institute seen from a traditional Christian 
perspective, has somewhat lost its cogency as a sacred place, and is seen merely as a 
building, where people occasionally meet over a glass of wine. Durkheim was himself an 
atheist, but he was always enthralled by, and considerate to, religion117. Despite its 
objective errors, Durkheim valued the sense of community that religion offered: “Religion 
gave men a perception of a world beyond this earth where everything would be rectified; 
this prospect made inequalities less noticeable, it stopped men from feeling 
aggrieved”118. Being part of an organized religion may offer community and emotional 
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stability. Both Jesper Christensen and Bent Greve confirm this notion. Bent Greve referred 
to religion as a way of having social connectedness119. 
 
The vast majority in the first survey came to meet other people in a relaxing environment, 
something out of the ordinary. Apparently, there is a difference of opinion about what 
‘religion’ means in a broader context. There are the traditional Christian norms and values 
as in i.e. people who participate in church activities regularly and then there are people like 
Nicholas Jay Demerath III, Professor of Sociology at the University of Massachusetts in 
Amherst, who argues that, “…Our primary focus should be on the sacred, and [that] 
religion is just one among many possible sources of the sacred. Defining religion 
“substantively” but the sacred “functionally” helps to resolve a long-standing tension in the 
field”120. Being religious differs from person to person; some are more religious in a 
traditional sense, while others may believe in a higher power on a more spiritual level. As 
briefly mentioned in the first chapter of this report, according to Argyle and Pargamen, 
spiritual uncertainty cannot by any means be conducive to happiness121. These findings 
made us think about Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs structured as a pyramid divided into five 
steps, where each step signifies a group of needs122. Maslow explained that a new need 
occurs once the aforementioned is completely or somewhat satisfied. Maslow talks about 
self-actualization needs being related to the purpose of life or in his words “what a man 
can be, he must be” to be happy123.  
 
People are addressing the ‘meaning’ in so many different ways i.e. yoga has become a 
worldwide feel-good phenomenon, and in Denmark the number of participants has 
increased with 5 percent since 1993 and “it may be that Danes are looking for the 
spirituality missing in their lives”124. Even though the latter is merely based on assumptions 
the studies show that a notion of deeper meaning is lacking from the happiness research.  
 
A person baptized in the church automatically becomes a member of the church in 
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Denmark125, but when asked how they link religion to their presence in the church, most of 
the respondents could not find any connection. The Danish Protestant Lutheran church is 
a traditional institution but does not play a role in people’s lives. The point remains; one 
can be Christian, without being religiously affiliated. But people can still be religious, in a 
more spiritual sense without associating themselves with Christian values126, which 
Demerath argues and this confirms the narrative that the notion of deeper ‘meaning’ is 
lacking from these happiness reports.  The Happy Danes Report is supported by our 
findings i.e. religious participation is low and does not seem to play a role in well being of 
individuals. This survey confirms the hypothesis on one hand, that organized religion in 
Denmark in the form of church participation does not play a role in people’s lives and 
influence their well being. But on the other hand, happiness reports use the Gallup World 
poll data to study the correlates of religiosity, described by the yes or no answer to the 
question of whether religion is a significant part of one’s daily life. In Denmark, less than 20 
percent of the people answer this question positively127. If there is any validity to 
Demerath’s standpoint about organized religion being just one of many sources of the 
sacred, then it would be right to say that the format of the question loses its reliability and 
by trying to look beneath the numbers the outcome might be different. 
 
Denmark being the happiest country somehow contradicts itself by being the third highest 
consumer of antidepressants128. It appears that happiness is not all that the Danes feel, 
they also feel depressed enough to rank very high in antidepressant consumption. 
Denmark is a country that is not only developed, but also is looked up to as economic 
figure, and yet it is comprised of population troubled by depression129. Ironically, 
antidepressants are called lykkepiller (happy pills) in Denmark. This paradox could be 
interpreted as a consequence, that the rapid growth in materialistic lifestyle have given a 
false sense of fulfillment and that this lack of ‘meaning’ in life is resulting in a depressed 
people. In chapter 3 of the WHR ‘Mental illness and unhappiness’ the word 
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‘antidepressant’ is mentioned once130. This word is mentioned only once in the Happy 
Danes report as well. In the latter report, they begin with a rather sarcastic statement by 
saying that Danes cannot help but smile when they hear that they are the happiest country 
in the world, and (by the way) they are well aware of that Danes have a high consumption 
of antidepressants131. In our interview with priest Jesper Christensen, he stated that the 
lack of ‘meaning’ in people’s life could be caused by stress, as life today is all about 
multitasking, juggling too many things, moving too quickly. Studies show that stress i.e. at 
work can lead to depression132. 
 
Durkheim argued “life in pursuit of goals always beyond our grasp is painful and deeply 
unsatisfying. Pleasures experienced, achievements accomplished, and hope for new and 
more intense ones in the future can sustain one temporarily but cannot survive repeated 
disappointments, which are inevitable over time. Eventually such a path leads to self-
destruction. The pursuit of the infinite is the pathological condition that underlies 
suicide”133, and this leads us back to his argument about happiness being fulfilled only 
when needs and means are in harmony with each other. So the question remains, if the 
level of consumption of antidepressants is so high in Denmark how can it still be ranked 
the happiest country in the world, are happiness reports based on superficial answers.  
In the second survey, we used a similar methodology as used in Meta happiness surveys 
as we wanted to test whether answers are reliable in this format and face-to-face 
interaction with individuals helped us determine if question types were usable. Out of 34 
respondents, 16 were men and 18 were women. The age range of the respondents ranged 
from 18 – 88, with an average age of 46 years134. 
 
When we asked respondents “Which area of your life provides you with the greatest 
fulfillment?” 17 mentioned work and career, 18 mentioned family and 3 mentioned welfare 
state/ security. Work, career and family is relevant to the individual meaning, whereas 
welfare state and security seemed to be understood as natural givens in Denmark, only a 
small amount of respondents made reference to economic, welfare state, and security135.  
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Economic prosperity is enjoyed by the majority of people and can be seen by the material 
standard of living but the need for material wealth, as an end in itself does not seem to 
provide meaning in society. Professor Marc de Vos introduces the ‘Easterlin paradox’ in 
his publication. Here he states that incomes do correlate with happiness in the short term, 
but in the long term, this correlation becomes less influential136. Economist Richard 
Easterlin, in a series of statistical analyses starting in the early 1970s, noted a striking 
inconsistency “On one hand, within a given country at a given moment in time, wealthier 
people on average were clearly happier than poorer people. On the other hand, there 
appeared over time to be very little, if any, relationship between increases in income and 
happiness levels. This is said to suggest that human beings, once their basic needs are 
met, adapt to rising prosperity and therefore do not remain durably happier because of it. 
Real happiness must therefore be found elsewhere”137. There comes a point when 
material wealth, as an end in itself, no longer provides legitimate fulfillment. He argues, 
that wealth is not important once you have enough to meet all your basic needs. This is 
the problem with physical pleasures, ne gets quickly over it, is also referred to as a 
‘hedonic thrill’, the never-ending desire for something bigger continuous138.    
 
The respondents in survey two were asked to rate their level of personal fulfillment on a 
scale from 1-10, resulting in an average of 7.7139. While conducting this survey we used 
face-to-face interaction and participant observation, we noticed that when people were 
asked to rate their personal fulfillment to a scale from 1-10 they were quite uncomfortable 
and was noticeable both their body language and in their verbal responses, with some 
stating that such a 1-10 question is superficial in nature140. In WHR such scale questions 
are used as the primary method for obtaining data.  
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4.2 Happiness Research Data 
 
Data from the 2013 world Happiness Report is comprised from a multitude of other 
international surveys including the OECD Better Life Index, Gallup World Poll, and 
European social survey. The method of data collection varies between these studies but 
generally follows a scale questionnaire system. The European Social Survey (ESS) 
questionnaire consists of “a collection of questions that can be classified into two main 
parts – a core section and a rotating section. In addition, to the core section there is a 
supplementary section, which contains the 21-item human values scale as well as 
experimental tests.141” The survey is conducted face to face but uses a generic 
questionnaire format and does not incorporate participant observation or any deeper 
measures of individual interaction. In the latest round 7 Source Questionnaire, happiness 
is addressed two times, both times using a 0-10 scale142. Question C1, CARD 21 reads, 
“Taking all things together, how happy would you say you are,”143 answers are then given 
using a scale from 0-10.  In Question number E23 individuals are asked to mark “how 
much of the time during the past week they were happy,” from 1 being “None or almost 
none of the time,” to 4 being “All or almost all of the time.144” Here we see both temporal 
evaluations of happiness and cursory happiness judgments which frame questions about 
an ‘overall happiness,’ both using numerical scales, a method that is to a large degree 
standardized across the other major world surveys. The Gallup World Poll uses “telephone 
surveys in countries where telephone coverage represents at least 80% of the population 
or is the customary survey methodology…(.) Telephone methodology is typical in the U.S., 
Canada, Western Europe, Japan, Australia, etc.”145 Countries that do not enjoy 80% 
coverage take part in face-to-face survey questionnaires. In the core questions section of 
the 2008 Gallup World Poll an example question addressing well-being reads, “All things 
considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days? Use a 0-10 scale, 
where 0 is dissatisfied and 10 is satisfied.146” As we can see the standardization of data 
makes cross-national comparison fluid and has been utilized extensively. Open ended 
questions, or questions requiring a thoughtful critical response are not included simply 
because the risk of ambiguities and complicated datasets is too high. The popularity of 
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happiness research worldwide is not only a result of these simplifications in data collection 
but also a result of a unified understanding of elements that are thought to influence well-
being. Here the drive to make these studies streamlined and comparable serves as both a 
great strength and great weakness. Put simply, if the ingredients are all the same then 
everyone will be baking the same type of cake, though those with better ingredients will 
naturally have better tasting cakes. Here lies our fundamental dilemma, are the elements 
that are assumed to influence well-being themselves influenced by a preconceived values 
system? Each country can be assumed to have a culturally relative Interpretation of 
subjective concepts such as ‘well-being’, ‘meaning’ and ‘fulfillment.’ 
 
 
4.3 The Pursuit of Happiness 
 
In Denmark, answers relating fulfillment to work confirms the hypothesis that individual 
associated their well being with the secular capitalist value system. This observation is 
confirmed by Vos, as he states “Even more important, happiness surveys are collections 
of snapshot impressions, asking respondents to commit their immediate feelings to paper. 
But people are susceptible to moment-to-moment fluctuations in mood, so the timing of 
surveys matters a great deal yet — and yet it is not generally taken into account”147.  
 
Weber argues, “Here the Protestant Ethic, concerned above all with the origins of modern 
capitalism, connects up with Weber’s somber indictment of the latter-day progression of 
contemporary industrial culture as a whole. Puritanism has played a part in creating the 
‘iron cage’ in which modern man has to exist – an increasingly bureaucratic order from 
which the ‘spontaneous enjoyment of life’ is ruthlessly expunged. ‘The Puritan’, Weber 
concludes, ‘wanted to work in a calling; we are forced to do so”148. According to him 
capitalism, as an end in itself, creates a spiritual void and forces upon individuals a system 
that predetermines their lifestyles, and overtime leads to a reorientation of their values. In 
this ‘iron cage’ spirituality and all forms of sacred ‘meaning’ are lost. In survey two one of 
the female respondents was with her daughter, and while she was filling out the 
questionnaire, she explained that a good job and a reasonable income is good as it 
provides shelter, food and clothes but it is not the same as being happy. This confirms 
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Jesper Christensen’s argument that one should not associate ‘meaning’ in life more with 
their work, as one can always be replaced in his or her profession, but not in his or her 
social relations149.  
 
As Vos’s says “The bottom line, however, is always the same: The pursuit of happiness by 
policy boils down to having zealous politicians regulate the rest of us into their versions of 
happiness, based upon some idealistic researcher's understanding of what happiness 
means and some benign technocrat's interpretation of it. No happiness program can avoid 
a "one-size-fits-all" view of happiness for a population of immense diversity; by seeking to 
promote happiness, we end up prescribing it”150. Happiness is hard to study and our 
primary and secondary data have shown us that even though organized religion is not 
relevant in Denmark, happiness reports should keep in mind the nuances in the study of 
‘meaning’ in life. While Professor Bent Greve supports the use of happiness reports and 
their current measure, Priest Jesper Christensen on the other hand answered, when asked 
if he thought Danes are the happiest people in the world, “No, I don’t think so. We have the 
same existential problems as people have always been having...”151  
 
 
Chapter 5 
 
5. Discussion 
 
Most sociologists of religion would agree that the history of their field is divided into “three 
periods: a classical period dominated by Durkheim and Weber, an intermediate period of 
denominational sociology...and a neo-classical period which focuses on ‘the problem of 
personal existence in society, [which] is essentially a question of the social form of 
religion.’”152 In this paper, we argue that one’s personal existence in society is the key to 
understanding ‘meaning’ and true well-being.  According to Samuel Huntington, “The late 
20th century has seen the global resurgence of religion around the world.”153 It is therefore 
necessary to understand how belief systems influence the societies in which they are 
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embedded, both at the national and global levels. In the following chapter, we will examine 
the interplay between secularization and religion, paying specific attention to the role that 
belief structures play in contemporary secular societies and societies with state religions.  
Once a clear understanding of the contemporary dynamics of religion and secularization is 
established, the ‘problem of personal existence in society’ will be investigated, integrating 
interpretations and criticisms of ‘meaning’ and well-being. 
 
 
5.1 Globalization and Religious Change  
 
José Casanova, renowned scholar in the sociology of religion, believes that we “are 
witnessing the end of hegemonic European Christianity due to dual processes of 
advanced secularization in post-Christian Europe and of the increasing globalization of a 
de-territorialized and de-centred Christianity.”154 Casanova’s article Religion, the New 
Millennium, and Globalization, was written directly after the turn of the millennium, at a 
time when the utopian expectations for science and technology began to dissolve. In 
Europe, Casanova argues that globalization aided the cultivation of a liberal state and that 
“the liberal state challenged the monopolistic claims of the churches by introducing either 
principled constitutional separation and religious freedom or expedient religious 
toleration.”155 This explanation sheds light on the restricted role of protestant state 
churches (like the Folkekirke in Demark) in Europe, and is in line with the European 
secularization thesis as presented by Durkheim. In the United States, we see a much 
different trend. Here, processes of secularization influenced religious practice in a much 
different way. Casanova writes: “The traditional European theory of secularization, which 
postulates a structural link between social differentiation and religious decline, offers a 
relatively plausible account of European developments, but is unable or unwilling to take 
seriously, much less to explain the surprising vitality and extreme pluralism of 
denominational forms of salvation religion in America, notwithstanding the pronounced 
secularization of state and society.”156 The vitality of religious activity in the United States 
(a technically secular country with a legal separation of church and state) remains a 
debated subject amongst secularization theorists as noted by Casanova.157 Such 
inconsistencies have led to debates questioning the very nature of secularism in 
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contemporary society. Jürgen Habermas, noted philosopher, sociologist and political 
theorist, uses the term ‘post-secular’ to describe societies where religion maintains a 
public influence and relevance, and where the secularist certainty that religion is becoming 
irrelevant during the course of modernization is refuted.158 ‘Post-secularism’ as a theory 
remains highly debated and would require a level of inquiry beyond the scope of this 
project, therefore it will not be investigated thoroughly here, yet certain conclusions can be 
made in regard to how the role and the importance of belief systems have changed as a 
result of processes of globalization.  
 
It is now believed that processes of globalization challenge the territorial jurisdiction of the 
nation-state.159 The de- and re-territorialization of space as a result of global flows has put 
immense strains on the nation-state and has raised questions as to its effectiveness as a 
container for societal organization. One of the ways globalization has challenged the 
territorial jurisdiction of the nation-state is through the transformation of religious culture. 
“By undermining the territorially-based fusion of state, market, nation, and civil society, 
globalization also undermines the model of territorial based religion or culture.”160 Territory 
in this sense is not simply physical space but also the imagined space and mental 
mappings of individuals.161  According to Arjun Appadurai, “More persons in more parts of 
the world consider a wider set of possible lives than they ever did before.”162 
Consequently, people now have the freedom to choose what to believe from an ever 
increasing diversity of options within the global religious market. Perhaps the best example 
of the transformation of religiosity in this context is the surging popularity of Pentecostalism 
in the world today. “Contemporary Pentecostalism may serve to illustrate the equally 
favourable opportunities which globalization offers to a highly decentralized religion, with 
no historical links to tradition and no territorial roots or identity, and which therefore can 
make itself home anywhere in the global where the Spirit moves.”163 Statistics on the 
Pentecostal movement are astonishing. According to Professor Allan Anderson, a 
specialist in Pentecostal studies, there are now over 630 million Pentecostals in the world 
today, a number that makes up nearly a quarter of all Christians. In 1970 there were 63 
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million and that number is expected to increase to 800 million by 2025.164 The popularity of 
Pentecostalism can be associated with the very personal experience it offers its members, 
emphasizing an individual relationship with god, and illustrates how contemporary belief 
systems can be integrated into the imagination of individuals without the need of a 
territorially centralized location.  
 
 
5.2 ‘Meaning’ and Belief 
 
It is this privately constructed form of religion that may help solve ‘the problem of personal 
existence in society.’ According to the sociologist Thomas Luckman, we are now seeing an 
“‘institutionally nonspecialized social form of religion’ that is privately constructed. This he 
calls ‘invisible religion.’”165 What Luckman suggests, is that religion is becoming invisible to 
secular and non-secular institutions alike and that religion is just another way for humans 
to deal with fundamental problems associated with existence in society. This form of 
religious practice is exercised in the private sphere, a sphere that is does not require an 
institutional jurisdiction. John Milton Yinger, president of the American Sociological 
Association in the late 70’s and noted American sociologist, conducted a study in 1977:  
 
 Years of research, study, and reflection have led me to the belief that religion rests 
 upon the persistent experience of suffering, injustice, and  meaninglessness...(.) We 
 take not only thought but action—ritual action—in the effort to cope with these 
 threatening experiences. We seek not only interpretability but the ability to 
 handle those experiences emotionally. One might define religion as the final word 
 and the final action by which an individual or a society seeks to deal with the threat of 
 suffering,  meaninglessness, and injustice.166 
 
The threat of meaninglessness appears to be an essential motivating force in people’s 
lives. Catherine Sanderson, Associate professor of Psychology at Amherst College and 
Princeton Ph.D recipient says that beliefs “…give people a sense of meaning. It gives a 
sense of well-being and comfort.”167 A large amount of academic literature has been 
produced correlating organized religion as well as secular forms of religiosity/spirituality 
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with mental and physical well-being.168 Yet for all the benefits that religion is said to have 
on the well-being of individuals it is largely irrelevant in world happiness reports and 
national reports alike. Religion is mentioned in the 2013 WHR, but is only discussed in an 
extensive manner in chapter 5 of the report titled, Restoring Virtue Ethics in the Quest for 
Happiness. This chapter presents nuances in the debate and virtues associated with many 
different forms of belief; it is also the same section where author Jeffery Sachs writes: 
“There would of course be much work to do to introduce a new virtue ethics into public 
policy. The US and much of the world are out of practice, to say the least. And there would 
be grave danger in trying to force an ethical consensus where one does not exist. Yet we 
can still imagine a new ethics agenda...”169 It is the very nature of unified comparison that 
restricts these reports from utilizing fundamentally influential criteria such as beliefs, virtue, 
and ‘meaningfulness’ in the quest for happiness. Understandings of such subjective 
notions can vary greatly from one culture to the next. 
 
 
5.3 The Happiness Agenda 
 
Critiques of happiness research are not limited to economic centrism. According to Ruut 
Veenhoven, sociologist and authority in happiness research studies, “...although the 
number of comparative studies on happiness is soaring, there are still doubts about the 
validity of the reported results. One misgiving is weather happiness can be meaningfully 
compared across nations, given that measures are likely to be subject to cultural bias.”170 
Similar concerns have been voiced by academics tasked with cross-national happiness 
studies, including Senior Research Fellow at the German institute for Japanese Studies 
and published academic, Carola Hommerich, and author and Director of the German 
Institute for Japanese Studies, Tokyo, Florian Coulams.171 In Happiness: Does Culture 
Matter, Hommerich and Susan Klein write, “In the course of our research on ‘Happiness 
and Unhappiness in Japan’ at the German Institute for Japanese Studies (DIJ), we have 
often met with difficulties applying to an Asian context theories of subjective well-being that 
originated in Western thought. To date, most theories of happiness are grounded in 
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Western ideas of progress...”172 Such critiques are known by happiness research 
advocates and are to a large extent acknowledged. As Bent Greves made clear, 
“Happiness is a subjective measure ... it means different things for different people. 
Nevertheless there are some different studies that have measured the different 
perceptions of happiness.”173 He goes on, however, to reconfirm the secular measures 
thought to influence happiness i.e. a strong welfare state, low corruption, security and trust 
in institutions.174 If happiness research is partial to a western centric idea of societal 
progress, this partiality has not been taken seriously enough to instigate new approaches 
in data gathering.  
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
It is by no means implied that a return to pre-rational forms of religious belief is required in 
order for the individual in society to have a meaningful and happy life.  It is our goal to 
illustrate that the notions of ‘meaning’ and well-being are contingent on much more then 
purely rational scientific or religious dogmatic measures and that they are much too 
complex to be simply packaged for cross-national comparison. The same argument goes 
for the nature of belief, as Alessandro Ferrara, Professor of Political Philosophy at the 
University of Rome Tor Vergata, states: “In a sense, we are only at the beginning of 
unraveling and thinking through the host of new normative questions that the transition to a 
‘post-secular’ perspective raises...”175 What is argued here is that the values in the current 
paradigm are mired in a rationalistic worldview and that even if happiness in this paradigm 
is measurable, it does not represent true well-being. What is required, is an approach that 
integrates a synthesis of post-rational elements comprehensively.  
 
 What if we took literally everything that all the various cultures have to tell us about 
 human potential—about spiritual growth, psychological growth, social growth—and 
 put it all on the table? What if we attempted to find the critically  essential keys to 
 human growth, based on the sum total of human knowledge now open to us? What if 
 we attempted, based on extensive cross-culture study, to use all of the world’s great 
 traditions to create a composite map, a comprehensive map, an all-inclusive or 
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 integral map that included the best elements from all of them?176 
 
Ken Wilber, author of Integral Vision, as well as 33 other books, is a controversial figure. 
He has been described as a ‘New Age’ mystic by critics and a system philosopher/ 
spiritual intellectual by others. In academia, Wilber has been heavily criticised, yet his 
Integral Theory has stimulated academics and political figures alike including, Bill Clinton, 
Al Gore, Deepak Chopra,177 and Stanislav Grof.178 Wilber believes that there are multiple 
levels, or stages, of human development: 
 
 If we look at moral development, for example, we find that an infant at birth has not 
 yet been socialized into the culture’s ethics and conventions; this is called the 
 preconventional stage. It is also called egocentric, in that the infant’s awareness is 
 largely self-absorbed. But as the young child begins to learn its culture’s rules and 
 norms, it grows into the conventional stage of morals. This stage is also called 
 ethnocentric, in that it centers on the child’s particular group, tribe, clan, or nation, 
 and it therefore tends to exclude those not of its group. But at the next major stage of 
 moral development, the postconventional stage, the individual’s identity expands 
 once again this time to include a care and concern for all peoples...179 
 
 
It is the last two stages of Wilber’s development model that are of interest when compared 
to other scales of human development. The rational materialistic worldview can be 
visualized using a combination of the most noted development models. On page 113 of 
The Integral Vision, Wilber combines the models of Abraham Maslow, Jean Gebser, 
Piaget, Clare Graves, Robert Kegan, Jane Loevinger and Susanne Cook-Greuter. In figure 
3, we can see that a rational formally operational individual is placed within the first tier of 
all human developmental models. It is within this tier that the current values of society 
reside and where happiness, well-being, and ‘meaning’ in one’s life are determined. 
Maslow’s highest achievement in the first tier is the need for Belongingness and self-
esteem, while self actualization does apply to the majority of individuals in the current 
paradigm.  Loevinger makes clear that the rational individual is conscientious of the 
system in which he or she lives but is rarely empowered enough to create individual 
‘meaning.’ 
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Figure 3. Some Major Developmental Lines
180
 
 
 
 
As we can see, the rational scientific is not the end-all of human development. The very 
scientific paradigm that gave rise to these developmental models transcends its own 
limitations by pointing beyond itself to higher tier of human development. According to 
John Eccles, Noble Prize winning Physiologist, “It must be recognized that monist-
materialism leads to a rejection or devaluation of all that matters in life.”181 Even though 
current happiness research is attempting to be more inclusive by integrating factors 
outside of purely economic concerns it still operates under the dictate that ‘objective 
science’ can provide all the answers. Individuals are clearly searching for a higher level of 
personal fulfillment and a more integral understanding of the world. As our examination of 
happiness research has shown, individuals are clearly searching for a higher level of 
personal fulfillment and a more integral understanding of the world. Incorporating such an 
integral approach is part of a scientific shift that arguably began with quantum physics and 
is becoming more inclusive regarding matters of consciousness and spirituality.  
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